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Are Children Born Sinners?
By Edyta Jankiewicz, Ph.D. cand.*

Although Adventists reject a purely Augustinian conception of original sin, the official teaching of the church affirms that
Adam’s sin “resulted in the condition of estrangement from God in which every human being is born. This estrangement
involves an inherent tendency to commit sin.”[1] This must, of necessity, include children. Despite much discussion regarding
the nature of humanity, however, little of the contemporary Adventist debate has pertained directly to children; thus,
Adventism does not have a complete or systematic theology of the nature of children.
Early Adventists had diverse views on the innocence vs. sinfulness of infants. James White maintained that Adventists had
“no settled faith on this point,”[2] and that, given that the Scriptures were silent on this topic, “no possible good” could come
from such discussions.[3] White’s counsel did not, however, deter others from commenting on this subject. Uriah Smith
suggested that the law had “no claim on infants; for they never transgressed it,”[4] and thus, he believed that infants would be
saved even though they “[died] in Adam” like the rest of humanity.[5] Similarly, G. W. Morse suggested that children who
died prior to reaching the age of accountability would be saved, as they had no sins for which they were personally
accountable.[6] A significant contribution to the discussion on the nature of children transpired within the debate about
infant baptism. In a similar vein to the Anabaptists of the sixteenth century, J. H. Waggoner suggested that infants, who had
committed no sin, did not need baptism for the purpose of washing away original sin, and were saved through “the Gospel.”
[7] He wrote, “The death of Christ avails for them without conditions, because they have committed no sin.”[8] This teaching
appears to have been affirmed by Ellen White who seems to suggest that even the infants of unsaved parents might be saved:

"As the little infants come forth immortal from their dusty beds, they immediately wing their way to their mothers' arms.
They meet again nevermore to part. But many of the little ones have no mother there. We listen in vain for the rapturous
song of triumph from the mother. The angels receive the motherless infants and conduct them to the tree of life."[9]

The Seventh-day Adventist Church has traditionally heeded James White’s advice, and has adopted no official position on the
innocence of infants and children; however, although on the one hand Adventists affirm that every human being is born with
an innate tendency to evil, on the other hand, they reject a purely Augustinian notion of original sin. This potentially presents
Adventist with two theological challenges. First, if children are not guilty of original sin and thus not baptized as infants, what
is their status in the church? Should they “be considered simply as pagans, until they make a positive voluntary
commitment?”[10] Should unbaptized children be just spectators during worship services, or should they be taught alongside
the adults and occasionally called on to serve, as was the practice in the early church? Should they partake in the celebration
of the Lord’s Supper, or should they be excluded on the basis that “that which is holy” should not be given “to the dogs”?
[11] This lack of theological clarity regarding the status of unbaptized SDA children has resulted in their exclusion from
participation in the Lord’s Supper, despite the assertion that Adventists practice “open Communion.”[12]
Second, if children are born with “tendencies to evil”[13] but are not morally responsible until some later age when they are
considered accountable for actual sin, “one is left with the conundrum of discovering what that age is.”[14] Although this
poses a theological challenge for Adventists, the concept of an age of accountability does appear to be grounded in the
Scriptures, which teach that “[r]egarding matters of salvation,” children are different from adults.[15] The apostle Paul
recognized this differentiation when he wrote: “When I was a child, I spoke like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like
a child; when I became a man, I put childish ways behind me” (1 Cor. 13: 11). Several Old Testament passages also make a
distinction between children and adults, based on developmental differences in moral reasoning and discernment. Moses
speaks of children as those “who today do not yet know right from wrong” (Deut. 1:39).[16] Similarly, Isaiah speaks of a time
in children’s lives when they do not yet know “enough to reject the wrong and choose the right” (Isaiah 7:16).
Early Adventists also referred to a “time of [ . . ] personal accountability”[17] or “years of accountability.”[18] Although they
did not identify an exact age, Ellen White did suggest that “[c]hildren of eight, ten or twelve years” were “old enough to be
addressed on the subject of personal religion.”[19] Although it may not be possible to identify an exact age of accountability
for all children, it is evident that, as they grow, children are increasingly capable of self-centered actions that are hurtful to
others, as well as to themselves. Often, even Christian parents see these actions only within a context of the psycho-social and
developmental limitations of children; however, it is important that adults be aware of children’s capacity for sin, and, in
developmentally appropriate ways, “help them to understand the impact of their actions,” and, over time, to “accept growing
[moral] responsibility for them.”[20] Ellen White concurs, stating that even “very young children may have correct views of
their state as sinners and of the way of salvation through Christ.”[21] Within this context, however, it is also important to
remember that the sinfulness of children cannot be equated with the sinfulness of adults. Children “do not need as much help
to love God and neighbor.” Neither have they yet “developed [the] negative thoughts and feelings that reinforce [the]
destructive behaviors” of adults. Thus, children should be treated gently.[22]
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